competition with Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378-1455) and the imminent construction of Florence's Cathedral dome, Brunelleschi, subsequently consumed by his transformation from artist to architect, characterized the Renaissance not only through works, but actions as well.
Florence, the home of the Renaissance, "was a city of feuds: Guelfs and Ghibellines, Blacks and Whites; Magnate and Popolo, Grasso and Minuto; Albizzi and Medici[;] … stagnation or rebirth."
2 Unlike most feuds however, the feuds between guilds at the crux of Florentine societal structure did not always result in bloodshed, but instead harnessed competition amongst artists from around Europe to create art and architecture which embodied and laid a foundation for the Renaissance and Brunelleschi's transformative outburst. Guild patronage was intertwined in Florentine civic participation. From 1293 on, "when the Florentines passed the Ordinances of Justice, citizenship in the commune of Florence was restricted to members of twenty-one guilds, … seven 'great guilds' and fourteen 'lesser guilds,'" 3 defining the crux of citizenship in Florence to guild membership. The Calimala (merchants), the Lana (wool manufacturers), the Seta (silk manufacturers), and the Cambio (bankers) all possessed the most political and economic sway and "sponsored many of the great artistic and construction projects for the beautification of the city and the glory of their guilds." 4 In a city where individual identity was strongly influenced by guild membership, art and architecture held a highly prioritized and competitive role amongst the public sphere.
With guild patronage at the core of Florentine civic participation, art competitions and competitive commissions spurred rivalry amongst guilds and artists, encouraging creative and artistic excellence. The merchant Giovanni Rucellai (1403-1481) wrote that "from 1413 until 1423, for ten years… we joined a tranquil peace, without any fear; the commune had few expenses for troops, and few taxes were levied, so that the region became wealthy. Filippo, 27 present the artist as being fueled by competitive zeal. Given Brunelleschi's consuming competitiveness and newfound foe in Ghiberti, it is likely that his subsequent abandonment of the goldsmith's trade and turn to architecture and engineering was not only due to a sense a defeat, but also to a renewed sense of competition and the anticipation of the newest commission. Beginning "around 1296, the Cathedral had been envisioned as the largest and most magnificent in the world." 28 A century later, the building was still unfinished and "Brunelleschi would have known the greatest challenge of all, the construction of the dome, lay waiting in the future, just as he would have known that no one had yet found a means to solve it." 29 In
November of 1404, "Brunelleschi was appointed to the Duomo, the organization which oversaw point to an intensive architectural study of not just the Pantheon of Rome, but a wide and obsessive examination of all forms architecture that, if not through scouring foreign and ancient records, models and interviews, possibly took Brunelleschi across the known world in a journey of meticulous measurement.
